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A couple of weeks ago I was down at the pub with my mates James and Jason, and the conversation turned (as it inevitably does) to the human condition.

We live in a world of vast inequality – inequality of wealth, inequality of education, inequality of opportunity, inequality before the law. The whole long and sorry history of human existence has been about the struggle between those who wish to maintain these inequalities (because they benefit from them) and those who wish to overcome them (because they are part of the downtrodden, or because they see inequality as an affront to the dignity of man).

Knowing that I was “in computers”, my friend James asked me what I thought about the so-called “digital divide” –inequality of access to computers and the Internet. I said I thought that it was all a bunch of hoo-hah, and that information technology was a much greater force in reducing inequality than in exacerbating it.

James basically agreed, but he said that he had been researching the subject recently in his work, and he sent me a number of articles and research papers on the subject that he had come across. The other day I spent an hour or two reading some of these.

Rarely have I seen assembled such a collection of self-righteous, pompous, overwritten and under-argued verbiage. What a bunch of hand-wringing looney tunes. There is a whole industry out there of people who have made it their business to alert us to the dangers of the digital divide, and who have remedies for it (most of which involve further consultancy work for themselves).

The general thrust seems to be that the information revolution has created a new class of underprivileged – those who do not have access to computers, or to the Internet, or in many cases even to a telephone. The implication is that this is a bad thing, and the further implication is that something ought to be done about it.

Now, there is no doubt that access to information technology is very unevenly distributed. A world map of any reasonable index of information access shows that it is highest in North America, Western Europe, Japan, pockets of East Asia, and Australasia. According to one of the papers I read (“Who are the information poor?” at www.poptel.org.uk/nuj/mike/cyberdiv.htm), this is “where the white folks are”. He has made affluent Asians “honorary whites”, like South Africa’s apartheid regime.

Well, you could have knocked me down with a feather. The revelation that computer usage is higher in affluent countries came as a great shock to me. As I read this and other documents further, I found to my even greater incredulity that men are more likely to access the Internet than women, that ethnic minorities have lower usage rates than other groups, and that the aged are also underrepresented.

These facts are surely self-evident. Of course certain groups of people have more access to information than others. That has always been the case. It is in the nature of inequality. I am on the side of those who believe in reducing inequality of access and of opportunity, but I also believe that inequality is a natural human condition, for the simple reason that now two people or groups of people are alike.

The definitive piece seems to be the 125 page “Falling through the Net: Defining the Digital Divide” from the US Department of Commerce on www.ntia.doc.gov/ntiahome/digitaldivide). The authors of this paper express outrage at the level of information inequality, but do not stop to consider that the real problem is not with unequal access to computers or phones, but with inequalities of income, by far the world’s greatest problem. We can argue all we like about ways to increase computer usage, but the only thing that is going to make any real difference is reducing poverty and economic inequality.

Everything else is fiddling at the margins. To complain about certain genders (well, one of them anyway) and certain races having a lower representation is to succumb to the same racism and sexism that they authors so self-righteously deride. Enforced equality has caused as many problems in the world as enforced inequality.

The fact of the matter is that there has always been, and there remain, great disparities in the human condition. Equality of opportunity is one thing, and it is to be desired, but equality of outcome is another, and it is to be condemned. While it may be a laudable aim to set up access points for low-income earners to get on the Internet, this sort of social engineering rarely works and ends up favouring those who are already better off. If you have trouble getting enough to eat, going to the library will not help.

Some of the authors actually state that the advance of the information age is hurting the poor. The best example of this is from “Losing Ground Bit by Bit” (www.benton.org/Library/Low-Income/). This piece of pap starts with its tired and clichéd title, and proceeds quickly downhill from there. Like most of the others, it mistakenly believes the “information gap” is widening by confusing relative and absolute levels of usage.

None of them say that the underprivileged getting less access to information. Instead, they argue that those that are already information rich are pulling further ahead.

Well, duh. That’s the way information is. The more you have, the more you get. But the figures on Internet use, phone use and computer use are all trending strongly upwards, for every demographic group. All are benefiting from the information revolution. You need to closely examine the agendas of those who would have you believe otherwise.

I’m all in favour of increased access to the Internet, by all who desire it (and not everybody does, another factor ignored by the social engineers). But to regard the “digital divide” as a problem is woolly thinking at best and intellectually dishonest at worst. And to propose remedies for it is to attack the symptoms of inequality, not the cause.
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